
On-Campus Hospitality:  How did you first become involved 
in the foodservice industry and West Point specifically? 

Kevin D’Onofrio: At a really young age, 14, I started work-
ing at a local restaurant called the Old Oak Inn, which was in 
Fort Montgomery, not far from here, as a dish washer. I was 
not really thinking that was going to be my career path. That 
was the first experience I had with food service. 

At age 16, I started working in this building, Eisenhower 
Hall, cleaning tables on the weekends as a high school student. 
From there, I worked my way up to cook supervisor, assistant 
manager and caterer. I then went to the West Point Officers’ Club 
as the assistant manager for a year and a half before coming 
back to DCA as Director of Food Service. 

Food service wasn’t really a job I thought I was going to do 
for very long. In fact, I was trained to be a carpenter. I had my 
own business for a couple of years, and I worked here part time. 

OCH: What about food service made it a career for you? 

D’Onofrio: What made it a career for me is that I loved 
what I was doing. 

It was extremely rewarding to see customers enjoy the meals 
that were made for them. I received a great deal of satisfaction 
listening to people talk about our delicious food and seeing 
them smile as they enjoyed their experience.  

Customer satisfaction made me want to stay here. I began 
receiving thank you letters after events, and that was very en-
couraging. I began looking for ways that I could be promoted 
in order to make food service my career.

OCH: You really have a good perspective coming from the 
lowest-level job to the highest level. How do you think that has 
affected the way you are as a leader?

D’Onofrio: I have held just about every job here at the Cu-
linary Group. I believe this has made me a much better leader. 
I understand the particular stresses and issues that come with 
each job; therefore I can relate to what each individual is going 
through and make helpful suggestions that benefit the perfor-
mance of the whole group. Food service is a daily team effort. 

I will tell you that it was the team that works for me that 
won the award. In fact, when I first called my boss, who is a 
lieutenant colonel, and said we won, he said, “What do you 
mean we won?” I told him what it was, and he said, “No, you 
won.” I said, “No, we as a team won.” It is the entire team that 
puts that effort in every single day. 

OCH: Did you have a mentor in your career?

D’Onofrio: I did not really have a mentor, but my parents, 
who both retired from West Point after many, many years — 
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nothing in the foodservice business — instilled in me a work 
ethic that was very important to me. 

My father retired in the early ’70s. After retirement, he took 
a job at the West Point Commissary, packing out for Kraft, Oscar 
Mayer and other manufacturers. At the age of 12 or so, I would 
accompany my father when he worked the evening shift and 
help him to get done faster. Whether it was helping my father 
at work or doing chores around the house, he instilled in me 
the importance of working hard and doing a good job — things 
that are still an important part of what I do today.

OCH: So you had that familiarity with West Point. 

D’Onofrio: Yes, because both my parents worked here, I 
would often come to pick them up, and I became familiar with 
West Point. Still, I never thought I would be here with a career 
in food service since I was trained as a carpenter. 

OCH: What did you gain from your carpentry training?

D’Onofrio: It is the same work ethic that applied to school 
that applies to work and just about anything you want to do. If 
you have that work ethic of doing the right thing, working as 
hard as you can, not looking for the reward today, but maybe 
some time down the road, it will pay off. 

OCH: When you took over as foodservice director in 1987, 
how were you able to turn an operation that was losing money 
into one that turned a profit only two years later?

D’Onofrio: One of the most important things I did right 
from the beginning was to create a brand identity for the Cu-
linary Group. I recognized that there were many places to eat 
at West Point, and that customers needed to know when they 
were eating at one of my locations. I created a logo and began 
using it in all Culinary Group locations. Customers began to 
recognize that they were eating great food and having a positive 
experience when they ate with the Culinary Group.

The main reason the Culinary Group exists is to support the 
Corps of Cadets. I began treating the cadets as the stockholders 
of the company. I’ve held focus groups to find out what they were 
looking for and how I could help to improve their experience. 
This really paid off. I made changes and the cadets responded. 
Business improved right away. 

OCH: What was the first thing you changed when you took 
over? Is there anything that you said, like “I’m restructuring,” 
or anything like that? 

D’Onofrio: That’s interesting, because I would say for 
several months, I was hesitant to make too many changes too 
fast. I believe in learning to walk before you run. I knew that 
by taking on too much, too quickly, I could easily fail. 

In the beginning, I really focused on the basics: quality, 
service and price. You can’t go wrong with those three areas. 
When you fine-tune quality, service and price, you will win 
every time.

As time went on, I was able to look at the overall program 
and realized what it would take to bring it to the next level. One 
thing I focused on was treating this job as if it were my own 

business. Although the Culinary Group belongs to the federal 
government, I believe that having a sense of ownership helped 
me to succeed. My key managers took my lead and began to 
treat their jobs similarly. Having this sense of caring, this pride 
in what we’re doing, is what really makes us stand out at West 
Point and beyond. 

OCH: Is that an attitude that was not there before? 

D’Onofrio: In general, yes. For many years, my operation 
was run very traditionally. There wasn’t a lot of “out of the box” 
thinking or desire to modernize the operation. When I took over 
in 1987, I wanted to change that.

OCH: After that initial period, what sort of changes did you 
bring to the operations? 

D’Onofrio: I looked carefully at each individual location 
to determine what changes were needed. In 1987, the overall 
sales for all operations were $1 million. Back then, that was 
a substantial amount of money, but I saw great potential for 
growth. We were not offering the items cadets were looking 
for, and we were not open during hours that were convenient 
for them. 

So one of the first major changes I brought was to extend 
our hours of operation. One of the locations, a convenience 
store, was open noon to 6 p.m. The cadets are in class until 3 
p.m., followed by intramurals until 5 p.m. For the most part, we 
were not open when they had the time to come in. I changed 
the convenience store hours so we opened at 3 p.m. and closed 
at 10 p.m., and added weekend hours as well. 

Next, I focused on renovating each facility. Most of the 
operations were very outdated and needed modernizing. I made 
sure that we studied how each facility would be used — now, 
and in the future — to be sure the renovation would be valuable 
and long lasting. For instance, the kitchen in the building we 
are in right now was renovated in 1993. That’s almost 20 years 
ago. It’s still a great kitchen, and we will get at least another 
10 years out of it. 

Putting time and effort into planning the renovation really 
paid off. We’ll get many more years of good use from the project, 
because we did it right the first time.

The culinary staff prepared this handcrafted 
design for the interview.
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February, and start to pick back up toward graduation: March, 
April, May. Summers slow down a little, but we still have sports 
camps and conferences. We have certain segments of the year 
that we are extremely busy and others that are slower. 

How do you staff for that? To compensate for this, I have 
tapped in to the second job market. We have assembled a group 
of consistent, well-trained individuals who come to work for 
us periodically in order to supplement their income. It could 
be a mom or a dad with kids at home, or a high school or col-
lege student.

OCH: You took over concessions from a private company 
in 2004. How has that worked out for you? 

D’Onofrio: It has worked out great. Taking over conces-
sions was a real twist for us because, generally, the government 
is contracting things out more and more. Once something is 
contracted out, it generally does not come back “in house.” We 
were lucky that we were given a chance to take concessions 
over and turn more profit back to athletics. 

In 2005 for concessions, sales were $600,000. In fiscal 2011, 
we were a little over $1 million. We had steady growth in ’06, 
’07, ’08 and ’09. 

OCH: How were you able to grow concessions? 

D’Onofrio: Prior to us doing it, I would call it the worst food 
experience I have ever seen or had experience with. You would 
think that it should be easy — it’s a hot dog, nachos, popcorn 
and pretzels. But it is 30,000 or 40,000 people, depending on 
the game, and you have to be prepared. 

Attendance drives how much product you are going to need. 
That is all ordered and in place before game day. Then, we are 
constantly checking on what specialty items we are going to 
need, from your typical burgers to foot-long hot dogs to sausage 
and peppers to steak sandwiches.

Additionally, we have added many more specialty items than 
previously existed at the stadium. Kettle corn is one example. 
Pizza and Dippin’ Dots ice cream are others. We try to strategi-
cally place these vendors where fans will run right into them 
as they walk around the stadium.

OCH: You were about not just making renovations for 
change’s sake, but you wanted it to be long lasting. How 
did you do that? Was it the choice of equipment?

D’Onofrio: Everything — the layout, the flow, the equip-
ment, the menu — was about being more universal and 
efficient. From 1987 until now, certainly we’ve changed the 
menu multiple times, but the equipment that is in place is 
able to support that. For the most part, the flow is the same.

OCH: So the renovation of all of the facilities really 
helped to raise the revenue by giving the students what 
they wanted? 

D’Onofrio: Yes. Before we were limited because of the 
way the kitchen was set up. For example, the dishwasher that 
we had here only did plastic trays prior to 1993. Now, it is 
a dishwasher that will do china. There was no china when I 
first took over, it was paper plates, plastic ware, aluminum 
pans — all disposable. By having a kitchen that can support 
higher-volume catering, and a dishwasher now that can wash 
china and silverware, it helps our operation. 

OCH: Is there one program that you are most proud of? 

D’Onofrio: There are several areas, and our new Cadet 
Focus Group is one of them. I have been in this job for 25 
years, and why I haven’t met with a group of cadets every two 
weeks, like I am doing now, is beyond me. It is just one of the 
best experiences I’ve had to be able to sit down with them, and 
for them to tell me what they like and don’t like, things that 
they hear and things that they’d like to see. I get tremendous 
satisfaction listening to them tell us what they want and know-
ing we can deliver.

OCH: How did you get the idea for the focus group?

D’Onofrio: Here at West Point, we have 32 companies with 
150 cadets per company. We really wanted to try to figure out 
how to market to them, and thought, “How can we sit down, 
how can we meet with them?” — believing that they are the 
stockholders. They are the ones who we want to take the infor-
mation back to their classmates. Then we refined it to this focus 
group, which is made up of 12 to 18 cadets. From there, they 
bring it back to their classmates, freshmen all the way to seniors. 

OCH: What else have you done to improve operations?

D’Onofrio: One thing that I’ve done is to assemble a great 
team of people working with me. From the executive chef to 
the catering director, my team really tries to deliver that “wow” 
factor every course or every meal or every event. They don’t 
get stuck in a rut serving the same meal all the time. They are 
creative thinkers who consistently change and improve what 
they’re doing to surprise and amaze our customers.

One issue that I have worked around is the sporadic nature 
of our business. We are not a typical  Officer’s Club, busy every 
weekend with a wedding. We have a lot of peaks and valleys in 
our business. We have class reunions going on in the fall at the 
same time as football. We slow down December, January and 
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OCH: What happens with your profits? Where does that 
money go?

D’Onofrio: One hundred percent of our profit goes back 
to the Corps of Cadets. It goes into the Cadet Activities Fund, 
which funds programs for the students’ extracurricular clubs, 
social programs, transportation and many different things that 
happen during the year. 

There are approximately 80 clubs right now that are not 
NCAA. Some of these are the equestrian team, the crew team, 
the judo team and the parachute team. Their transportation, 
equipment, uniforms and expenses are paid for in large part 
by the profits we return each year. 

OCH: You mentioned a Tour of DCA that you are using 
to promote to the students exactly who you are, and what it 
means when they purchase from you rather than somewhere 
off campus. Tell us about that. 

D’Onofrio: The Tour of DCA is now an annual event we do 
at the beginning of the school year, somewhere in the middle of 
August. We have a variety of tables set up that represent what 
Cadet Activities can offer in support of the cadets. Cadets come 
to the Eisenhower Hall Ballroom, browse the tables and sample 
a selection of food samples from our many locations. The idea 
behind this event was to make the students more aware of what 
DCA has to offer, and where the money goes after they spend 
it. One hundred percent of the profit goes back to the Corps in 
every DCA location that they spend money in. There are a lot 
of benefits to them, and they need to know about it. 

OCH: You have had some pretty important guests, including 
all of the presidents since Nixon, as well as foreign dignitaries. 
How do you prepare for events like that?

D’Onofrio: In some ways, it is just like any other event. 
You definitely want to treat everyone as though they are VIP 
customers or guests. Certainly with any dignitaries, heads of 
state or presidents, it brings a certain amount of complexity — 
from the advance team that comes weeks out, to the day of the 
event. Who can serve that table? Who can’t? We need to have 
the tables set, and then they come out and swap everything on 
that table with everything on another table. 

VIP events are harder in a lot of ways, but that is what 
makes it more unique here and challenging with the number 
of different things we do across the board. In some aspects, it 
keeps the staff more interested in what they do every day, and 
the jobs they want to accomplish. 

OCH: Obviously, you have fed some very important guests, 
but what are your thoughts about feeding future military 
leaders?

D’Onofrio: Anyone could say they like their job, they’re 
inspired by the  students; but working here for this student popu-
lation of cadets, who are the future leaders of the Army — some 
of the nation — is truly inspiring. Whatever we can do every 
day to help them make their lives easier, and to meet their needs, 
is truly an honor that brings me great satisfaction. I believe in 
first-class service for world-class leaders. —OCH

We have a very innovative way to staff our stands and give 
better service to our customers. There are approximately 250 
people who are working on game day. Additionally, we have 
more than 30 nonprofit groups (Boy Scouts, local school sports 
teams, etc.) who work at our stands on game day. They work 
for a percentage of sales at their stand as a fundraiser for their 
organization. This additional labor allows us to have more 
stands open, which equates to shorter lines and better service 
for our customers.

We’ve also added a lot of variety. Lines were long compared 
to now. The quality wasn’t necessarily the best then. We strive 
to use the best quality we can and produce it for the best pos-
sible price. 

A small example would be the hot dog and condiments 
we serve with it. It costs a little more to put out a little PC of 
mustard than it does to put out bulk mustard. My feeling is 
if the customer unwraps the hot dog and has to use the bulk 
mustard, by the time they are at their seat, the hot dog is going 
to be cold. Now, we wrap it, and you can get a little package of 
mustard, take it to your seat and put it on. I feel that hot dog is 
going to be hotter and better quality. 

That is a very small example. It costs us a little more money 
to purchase individually-packed mustard than bulk, but it is 
delivering better quality. That is what we try to do in every 
single case. Someone else might cut that little bit extra because 
at the end of the year those few cents add up to a lot of dollars.

For us, it is not always about how much money we can make 
on the bottom line. That is very important, but it is also about 
delivering quality and service. 

OCH: How else are you working to improve operations?

D’Onofrio: I am proud to say that we work with  BOCES 
[Boards of Cooperative Educational Services], which is the 
trade school I went to. They have a Culinary Arts program. We 
will bring in those students and teachers from the Culinary Arts 
program for select events during the year to help us create that 
“wow” factor. They’ll come in and design a dessert, and we may 
use it for the president when he has lunch here, or use it for a 
very high-end VIP event. We try to give the students from the 
school credit whenever possible. The students get invaluable 
experience in a real-world setting. It is certainly a great win-
win and partnership. 

OCH: What would you say the biggest difference is between 
the DCA Culinary Group and a non-military foodservice op-
eration?

D’Onofrio: There is very little difference between my op-
eration and a non-military foodservice operation. What we do 
here is virtually the same as what you would find at another 
college or university. 

OCH: So you are doing the same sort of special events that 
you might find on any other campus?

D’Onofrio: I think so. We have a SpringFest that we have 
had for the last couple of years. We’ve done what we call the 
Tour of DCA. There are things constantly going on throughout 
the year we are trying to promote, to make the cadets aware 
of what we do here at Cadet Activities. 
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